Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive
Faculty Publications
2013

Clarity and Chaos: Is There a Preferred Citation Style in Business
Academic Literature?
Leticia Camacho
Brigham Young University - Provo, leticia_camacho@byu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/facpub
Part of the Library and Information Science Commons

Original Publication Citation
Camacho, Leticia (2013). Clarity and Chaos: Is there a Preferred Citation Style in Business
Academic Literature? Journal of Business & Finance Librarianship, 18(1), 49-56 7p. DOI:
10.1080/08963568.2013.736314. http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/
08963568.2013.736314
BYU ScholarsArchive Citation
Camacho, Leticia, "Clarity and Chaos: Is There a Preferred Citation Style in Business Academic
Literature?" (2013). Faculty Publications. 6233.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/facpub/6233

This Peer-Reviewed Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Journal of Business & Finance Librarianship, 18:49–56, 2013
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 0896-3568 print / 1547-0644 online
DOI: 10.1080/08963568.2013.736314

Clarity and Chaos: Is There a Preferred Citation
Style in Business Academic Literature?
LETICIA CAMACHO
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, USA

While there is no official style for business writing, the most common citation style in business research has not been determined
previously. The purpose of this study is to evaluate the top scholarly
business journals to determine the most commonly used citation
style in business academic research. The author used the list of
452 top business journals included in the Social Sciences Citation
Index (SSCI) Journal Citation Report. The results show that 69%
of business journals use a publisher-dictated style, whereas of the
“traditional” citation styles, 11% use the American Psychological
Association style, 10% use Harvard style, 8% use Chicago style, and
none use Modern Language Association style.
KEYWORDS communication, business communication, bibliography (documentation), business writing, academic writing, corporate communications, bibliographical citations, study & teaching,
business etiquette

INTRODUCTION
Citation styles are established rules for how to cite sources in research papers,
journal articles, books, and formal reports. The three citation styles most
often used in college papers are American Psychological Association (APA),
Chicago (CMS), and Modern Language Association (MLA) styles, but there
are many other citation styles, such as Oxford, Harvard, and the American
Medical Association (AMA) styles; many variations of these citation styles
are also in use. In addition, many publishers of scholarly journals, such as
Elsevier and Wiley-Blackwell, create their own citation style for their journals.
Although there is no official style for business writing, this study attempts to
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determine whether there is one citation style that is used more commonly
than others in business writing.

REASONS FOR DOCUMENTING SOURCES IN BUSINESS
In business, as in all disciplines, documenting sources is not only an issue of
ethics and legality, but also an issue of credibility. It is ethical to give credit
to the authors whose ideas one is citing to recognize their contributions and
original ideas and to comply with copyright law. In business the issue of
credibility is perhaps even more critical. In his book Leadership Challenge,
Jim Kouzes said that “you are much more likely to believe the message if you
believe the messenger” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007); in business transactions and
managerial decisions, where persuasion is so important, credibility becomes
an important tool to motivate and lead others. One way to be credible as
business people is by giving credit to the owner of an original idea in writing
and presentations. Most writers are comfortable using quotation marks and
documenting citations of exact words from an author, but they often forget to
give credit when paraphrasing or restating an idea in their own words; even
though quotations marks are not necessary in these cases, documentation of
the source is still required.
Krapels and Davis (1999) surveyed four organizations to determine what
types of materials are cited and which publication methods are used in business writing communication. They found that individuals document sources
to add credibility to their writing. One of the company representatives stated,
“Trying to prove a point, persuade others to use a new practice, or show industry trends, [one] should always document secondary sources for increased
credibility” (Krapels & Davis, 1999, p. 96). Another respondent stated that
the “inability to use secondary sources was actually a handicap to the firm
and to that employee . . .. A manager’s ethical credibility was at issue with
documenting secondary sources” (p. 96).
Nienhaus (2004), a business writing professor, expressed similar sentiments:
What one writes may lead to the hiring or firing of colleagues. Large sums
of money, too, can ride on what one writes . . .. Consequence, then, is
introduced as a business-related motivation for documenting sources . . ..
If one is a subordinate faced with the task of telling the boss something
she or he may not want to hear, one is in a politically difficult situation.
To reduce personal risk, one finds a source to deliver the bad news.
(p. 338)

Nienhaus (2004) also stated that undergraduate business students need other
reasons besides the legal and ethical reasons to motivate them to properly
cite their sources. Nienhaus suggested that consequences and credibility
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may be better motivating forces for business students to cite their sources
correctly:
Citation has become more enjoyable to teach, possibly because it no
longer rests solely on intellectual property law, which is often personally
irrelevant to or even suspiciously regarded by undergraduate students.
They see the reasons for citation as more logical and strategic; the challenge then becomes how to use their judgment and cite well. (p. 345)

Because correctly citing sources is important for one’s credibility in the business world, business educators need to foster good citation practices and
teach students to cite sources correctly. Business librarians could aid in
this goal. Most libraries offer library instruction on this topic, and most library websites include tutorials and citation samples (see Figure 1). Libraries

FIGURE 1 Library Page Citing Resources.
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subscribe to print and electronic citation manuals and make them available at no cost to students and faculty. New technology, such as citation
generators, is also very helpful; there are so many options, from free generators (Zotero, NoodleBib) to subscription-based ones (EndNote, RefWorks).
Many databases, such as ABInform, ProQuest, and Business Source Premier
EBSCO, are now offering the ability to format citations, usually as part of the
print/save/e-mail function.
Regardless of the technology or method that a student uses, the problem
of correct citation persists, and perhaps even worsens, when students use
technological resources, because many students forget to review the results
carefully, putting their trust in the technology without realizing that they are
still ultimately responsible for the accuracy of their citations. Again, faculty
could refer students to librarians who are familiar with the citation generators
and can point to citation generators’ errors and how to avoid them. Faculty
need to expect students to follow the rules and conventions of a particular
citation style and encourage students to document sources accurately. This is
confirmed in a study of the characteristics of doctoral students who commit
citations errors:
It is likely that students who do not have their reference lists scrutinized
by their instructors from their first course and who are not penalized for
their bibliographic errors form poor writing habits that prevail throughout
their degree programs. (Waytowich, Onwuegbuzie, & Jiao, 2006, p. 205)

Business faculty know that students will encounter a variety of citation styles
in the business world, and professors usually allow students to choose their
preferred style for class papers; some of the faculty are satisfied as long
as the student maintains that style consistently throughout the text. Research
suggests, however, that instead of allowing students to choose their preferred
citation style, it may be better to assign students a particular style and teach
them to follow specific submission rules so they learn the skill of “unraveling”
a style. A study conducted at Trinity University (Harris, 2008) concluded the
following:
In terms of fostering good citation practice and the ethical use of sources,
the researcher’s reading and analysis suggest that instructors should assign a citation style. While encouraging students to choose their own
citation style seems productive, papers from courses without a consistent
citation style were more problematic than those with a selected style.
(p. 10)

In summary, most research confirms that, for business students, reasons
for documenting sources go beyond the ethical and legal reasons: proper
source documentation is necessary to develop business credibility. Research
also shows that it is better for faculty to assign students a specific citation
style and teach them the key elements of any citation regardless of the style;
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but more importantly, faculty need to expect students to cite correctly and
be attentive to the requirements of the assigned citation style.

METHOD
For this study I used the 452 journals included in the Journal Citations Reports (JCR) Social Sciences edition under the subject categories “business,”
“finance,” and “economics.” JCR is one of the best resources for evaluating
the impact and influence of scholarly journals. JCR tabulates citation and article counts and considers the results as an indicator of the usage of individual
journals. The journals listed in JCR are considered the most frequently cited
and highest-impact journals in their fields.
I researched each journal by accessing its website and looking at the
authors section to determine the journal’s preferred citation style; then I
gathered the data and entered it into an Excel file. Most of the journals require
writers to use the publisher’s in-house style. The initial results did not provide
enough information, so I decided to contact the editors of the journals to
gather more information than what was posted in their websites. I removed
13 journals from the original list of 452 business journals, six because they
were duplicates, and the other seven for a variety of reasons, such as lacking
a website or being in a foreign language, which made it difficult or impossible
to find the information about them necessary for the study. Next, I sent an email to the journal editors inviting them to participate in a survey. The body
of the e-mail included a hyperlink to an online survey created using Qualtrics
software. To ensure confidentiality, editors’ responses were anonymous, and
respondents were offered no remuneration for participation. The survey
consisted of one question: “Which citation style(s) does your journal accept
from authors seeking to publish in it?”

Data Analysis and Results
In most cases the publishing company dictates the citation style used by the
journals, and even though some still require a traditional citation style, in
the majority of cases, the journal lists its own citation style, usually based on
the author-date system, and provides citation examples. For such journals,
I entered the publisher’s name into the Excel file in place of the citation
style name (Table 1 includes Social Sciences Citation Index [SSCI] top 20 as
a sample of the complete file).
The initial results (Table 2) show that 62% of the journals prefer using
their own style. Of the traditional styles, APA is the most commonly used
(10%), followed by Harvard (9%), and CMS (7%). None of the business journals included in this study use MLA style, not a surprising finding since MLA
is weighted toward research in the humanities and does not necessarily give
precedence to currency of research, a key factor in most business research.
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TABLE 1 Social Sciences Citation Index Top 20 Journals
5 Year Impact
Factor

Citation Style

Journal of Supply Chain
Management
Academy of Management Review
Academy of Management Journal
MIS Quarterly

11.706

Wiley-Blackwell

11.657
10.779
9.821

Journal of Economic Literature
Quarterly Journal of Economics
Administrative Science Quarterly
Journal of Marketing

8.076
8.053
7.539
7.243

Journal of Political Economy
Strategic Management Journal
Journal of Finance, The
Personnel Psychology
Journal of Management
Journal of Operations Management
Journal of Economic Perspectives
Organization Science
Journal of Financial Economics
Journal of International Business
Studies
Information Systems Research
Organizational Research Methods

6.896
6.818
6.529
6.395
6.21
6.029
5.958
5.838
5.631
5.539

Academy of Management
Academy of Management
Management Information Systems
Research Center
American Economic Association
MIT Press Journals
Cornell University Press
American Medical Association
Reference List Style
Chicago Manual of Style
Wiley Online Library
The American Finance Association
American Psychological Association
Sage Publications
Elsevier – Most common example
American Economic Association
INFORMS Online
Elsevier
Academy of Management Journal

5.458
5.35

INFORMS Online
American Psychological Association

The category “Choose Your Own” consists of eight journals that allow authors to choose their preferred style, use a style created by the editors, or
use a style that is used by only one of the journals in the study, such as
the Commonwealth Style, which is used only by the Australian Journal of
Management.
The postsurvey results (Table 3) show that the majority of the journals
(18%) fall into the “other styles” category, which consists of publishers with
fewer than three journals. The editors of these journals require authors to
TABLE 2 Initial Results of Preferred Citation Styles
Publisher’s in-house style
American Psychological Association
Harvard
Chicago
Unknown
Choose your own
American Medical Association Reference List Style
Papers commissioned by editors
American Sociological Society
Does not matter

282
44
41
33
32
8
5
3
2
2

62.40%
9.70%
9.10%
7.30%
7.10%
2.90%
1.10%
0.40%
0.70%
0.40%
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TABLE 3 Postsurvey Results
Other style
Elsevier
Wiley-Blackwell
American Psychological Association (APA)
Harvard
Chicago
Springer
Oxford Journals
Taylor & Francis Group
INFORMS Online
Cambridge Journals
M.E. Sharpe
Sage Publications
American Medical Association (AMA) Reference List Style
Berkeley Electronic Press
Academy of Management
American Economic Association
MIT Press Journals
Palgrave-Macmillan
WARC (World Advertising Research Centre)
Does not matter
Publisher’s in-house style
Traditional styles (APA, Harvard & Chicago)
AMA Reference List Style
Does not matter

79
62
60
49
45
37
29
15
12
7
7
6
6
5
4
3
3
3
3
3
1
302
131
5
1

18.00%
14.12%
13.67%
11.16%
10.30%
8.40%
6.60%
3.40%
2.70%
1.60%
1.60%
1.40%
1.40%
1.10%
0.90%
0.70%
0.70%
0.70%
0.70%
0.70%
0.20%
68.79%
29.84%
1.14%
0.23%

use a style dictated by the journal publisher instead of a traditional citation
style. There are two main publishers, Elsevier and Wiley-Blackwell, both
with 14%. The Elsevier percentage would have been larger except that some
of the Elsevier business journals require APA style and are included under
the APA category. The Wiley-Blackwell style uses the author-date system,
and the website provides many examples of citations for different source
types. Of the traditional styles, APA comes out ahead with 11%, followed
closely by Harvard with 10% and CMS with 8%.
For the final analysis (Table 4), I collapsed the publisher styles into
one category and the traditional styles into another. The results brought the
publisher’s style to 69% and the traditional styles to 30%. The remaining 1%
is not significant; it consists of five journals that use the AMA Reference List
TABLE 4 Final Results
Publisher’s in-house style
Traditional styles (American
Psychological Association, Harvard &
Chicago)
American Medical Association
Reference List Style
Does not matter
Total

302
131

68.79%
29.84%

5

1.14%

1
439

0.23%
100.00%
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Style and one journal indicating that the initial submission style does not
matter, thus leaving the choice up to the writer.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
The study results appear to confirm that due to the number of different
styles publishers require, no one style can be identified as the style to follow
in business writing. The study also confirmed the fact that there are many
citation styles in business writing. Nearly 69% of the journals evaluated in
this study follow a citation style mandated by their publishers, and 30%
use “traditional” styles. The study also suggests that business students will
encounter many different citation styles in their careers. Previous research
suggests that the best way to prepare students for this challenge is for faculty
to assign a specific citation style—and I agree with these findings. I also
strongly believe that to improve accuracy, it is important to teach students the
basic elements of any citation (author, title, publication date, page numbers,
year published, publisher, etc.) and the skill of unraveling the requirements
of any specific citation style. If a business faculty member wants to assign
a specific citation style, the results of this study indicate that APA may be
the best style to assign to students because it is the most frequently used of
the traditional styles, whereas MLA is probably not a good choice because
none of the journals in the study use that particular style. Only eight journals
in the study leave the choice of a citation style up to the author, which
suggests that it is not good practice to allow students to choose their own
style. However, further studies are needed to confirm that assigning students
a specific citation style results in increased accuracy in students’ citations
overall, regardless of specific style. Business librarians can also assist faculty
in the process of teaching citation basics because of their familiarity with
citation styles and the proper methods of citation. Business librarians can
introduce students to library resources (e.g., books, manuals, samples) and
provide instructions and personal assistance to help students acquired proper
citation skills in their field.
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